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SNUG AS A BUG" • • • o 
Ci..OAKS AND RU GS 
In di f erent parts o f Australia the skin for cloaks and rugs was 
ob t ained from a variety of animals . In South-Eas t Australia it was 
usually obtained fro possmns a1 tho ugh other an i mals s uch as Wallabies 
were·also used. Kangaroo skins and poss um skins were used throughout 
Queens land (Fig.1). However, even in Walte r Roth 's t ime in th::: early 
1900's the manufacture of t hese :Items was almost a lost art in Queensland. 
Basically there were three pro cesses invo lved in the preparation of 
ski n s . Firstly the skin had t o be cleaned o f fat and meat. Secondly, it 
had to be dried and tanned t o ensure the preservation of the skin. 
Finally it was ru bed a.i"ld worked t o make it more p liable. 
To prepare che skin all t he fat was remove d us i ng a sha rp pie <'0 of 
shell or . tone knif , ne skin then had to be scraped to remove all 
vestiges o f fl sh ana to ren der i t more pliable . The scraping was done in 
a cross-hatchin method with a sharp shell or stone, and the skin was also 
s cored in order to mak it more pliable . 
'The drying was done eit her in the sun or n e ,-.T a :t ·.re or on some occasions 
in he shadt: if the s-:.m were too h ot an d like ly to cause cracking. In some 
i nstances, the skins 1,1e re stretched over t he root or branch of a tree, or 
a p iece of bark . 
The methods o£ tanning a re not clear . Wright (1979) mentions that by 
drying the skins near a fire tanning may h ave resulted from the smoke and 
if they were stretched on a pie ce of b a rk the skins may have abso1ued the 
s;:~.p which ~.,rould prot ct them. He a lso comments th::.: a mlT!lber of authors 
mention the rubbing of skins \'lith animal a t . 
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FIG. 1 
Furry s i C.e worn 
next to body. 
Courtesy of Oxley 
Library, Brisbane 
(AP'_-21) 
To make the skins more suppl e they we n~ worked by using a ntunber of 
methods. They were scored with sharp stone or shell and in some instances 
they were rubbed \~i th pieces of stone. Generally speaking, however, the 
skins were rubbed to make them thinner and con-sequently more supple, after 
which designs were added. 
The designs were produced by usmg a sharp piece of stone or shell to 
score the underside of the skin, making fairly deep incisions in cross-
hatched or curvilinear designs. After this red ochre was rubbed into the 
surface. The ochre was probably mixed with some form of animal fat which 
would have helped to make the skin more supple (Fig.2). 
:'I r:. 2 Decorate d Skin Cloak (Cow:·tesy of Ox.ley Library, Brisbane AP1-21) 
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To make a large rug or cloak a number of skins were sewn together with 
sinews which were normally obtained from the tail of a kangaroo. The 
holes through which the kangaroo sinew passed were made by using bone or 
stone awls. The sinew was then passed through t he holes by hand and the 
skins sewn together. The stitching, in most cases, was extremely fine, 
and very neat and regular. 
It wo,ul d appear that different skins were used for different purposes. 
Possum skins were used as cloaks or as rugs but it would appear that the 
kangaroo skins in some areas were used only as c l oaks, particularly in wet 
weather. Normally the skins were worn with the furry side inwards, howe ve r, 
in wet weather the furry side was worn uppermost for otherwise the skin 
became waterlogged and highly unpleasant to wear. For the most part, the 
way in which the cloaks were worn depended on a number of factors such as 
the type of animal skin used, the weather, the locality and the age of the 
wearer. Figure 3 shows one method of wearing the skins as a simple skirt 
with the skin draped around the waist. Cloaks were worn around the shoulders 
and quite often with the right arm and shoulder left free for east of 
movement. 
FIG . 3 
Skins draped around the waist and worn as a skirt 
(Courtesy of Oxley Library , Bri sbane 
AP0-20) 
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Different types of blankets or rugs were made in various parts of 
Queensland. In the far north Rob,_ talks of "plaited blankets", and these 
were made in the region o f t he Embley and Batavia Rivers, even as late as 
the early 1900 1 s . They we .r',-. of two types, both circular and rectangular. 
The rectangular type was made from split pandanus leaves which were woven 
on a "chain twist'' pattem and plaited from side to side. According to 
Roth (1910) these blankets were nearly always made by the women, particularly 
in the northern parts of Queens land. 
Bark was another material commonly used for the making of blankets. 
Sheets of soft ti-tree bark were often used as blankets in cold weather 
and sometimes the inner bark of some fig trees was used. It had to be 
specially prepared before it was sufficiently pliable to be used as a 
blanket and Roth (1910) describes the preparation of the fig tree bark 
as follows. 
The bark was removed from: sometimes 40 1 up the t rmk of a fig tree and 
as it was removed, it was rolled into a large btmdle. 
On the grotmd the roll of bark is uncurled with the outside layer of 
barlc uppermost. Across the width of the bark, about 4 or 5 inches from 
the end, an incision was made with a sharp piece of candlenut or mussle 
shell. This cut went through the outer layer of the bark but not the 
inner layer. The outer layer was then peeled off and discarded. According 
to Roth (1910) this was a very different procedure taking a large amount 
of strength. judgement and skill (Figs. 4 & 5). 
FIG. 4,, FIG.S 
(after> Roth 9 W .E •. 19t0) 
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The inner bark was then laid across a flat root in the forest and 
po1.m.ded with a piece of wood sh aped much like a narrow cricket bat with 
a short handle. The bark was struck with the edge of the bat which was 
slanting in the direction of the run of the fibre (Fig.6). This tended 
to soften the bark, making it extremely pliable and somewhat thinner. 
As a result of this the surface area was considerably increased. The bark 
was then doubled over and the hammering continued and it was continuously 
doubled over and hauunered mtil it was folded into a small package about 
a foot square. 
ITG.6 
(after Roth, W.E. 1910) 
At this stage the blanket '"as opened out and exposed to the s1.m. to 
dry out the moisture. Upon completion the blanket measured somewhere in 
the vicinity of 4' X ~' (lm 30cm X 90cm) and it would have taken about 
five or six hours to make. Roth comments that any blankets that were tom 
were mended with fibre twine and sewn up (Fig. 7). 
FIG. 7 
(after Roth, W .E. 1910) 
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Blanke ts and cloaks were used throughout the continent, particularly 
in the mo re southern areas. The ethnographic photographs contained in 
this booklet show some of the designs made on the inner skin of the cloaks 
made of possum or kangaroo skin. Throughout the Carnarvon region many 
buriab were laid on possum or kangaroo skin rugs or even on those made of 
koalv. skins. In many areas rugs and cloaks 1~ere used as trade items and 
also featured in ceremon.i cs. 
Skin r ugs us -d as mats 
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